MEASURE FOR MEASURE
Now it would take me altogether out of my depth, to discuss
whether there is anything poetical in those words. But it can
surely be contended that Shakespearean tragedy is an expression
in poetry of that 'most important truth which has ever been
uttered5. And so, equally, is Measure for Measure an expression
of 'the greatest discovery ever made in the moral world5:
the highly unpleasant discovery that there are things more
important, for oneself and for others, than avoiding death and
pain.
That, of course, is not a Christian discovery. One of the
founders of modern Japan uttered it in two lines of Chinese
verse, as he was led to execution, speaking with a loud voice, so
that he might take farewell of his friend without implicating him
by turning his head:
It is better to be a crystal and be broken
Than to remain perfect like a tile upon the housetop.
It is not Christian: but it is a foundation upon which Christian-
ity, in common with every other religion worth the name, is
built.
Measure for Measure is a play of forgiveness, more distinctly
even than The Tempest. Isabel forgives in her moment of direst
loss: Prospero only when he has recovered his Dukedom. Isabel
urges forgiveness because a Christian must forgive: Prospero
forgives because he does not condescend to torment his enemies
further. And the contrast applies also to those forgiven.
Angelo longs for death, because the Duke, Vife power divine',
has seen his sinfulness. Sebastian and Antonio learn from
Prospero, when he forgives them, that besides their crimes
against him, he knows also how they have plotted to kill their
king; to the pardoned Sebastian, just as to Angelo, there
naturally seems to be something superhuman in such know-
ledge; but Sebastian expresses his conviction differently from
Angelo:
The devil speaks in him.
'No!5 says Prospero; and then he turns to his brother Antonio:
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